In preparation for the last module of my FRCPath examination, I was kindly directed towards a lever arch file containing an array of NEQAS cases and their interpretative comments. I found this a most useful study aid and I was delighted that a new book of clinical cases drawn from the UK NEQAS Interpretative Comments Scheme in Clinical Biochemistry was published late in 2014.
The book comprises 80 clinical cases presented in a relatively simple format: a brief clinical scenario, a set of laboratory results and then a few questions designed to engage the reader before turning the page. On the reverse page the authors provide detailed answers and explanations which rarely disappoint. These vary in format but often include a differential diagnosis, appropriate additional investigations and the pathophysiology or indeed pre-analytical issues pertaining to the abnormal results. I particularly liked the fact that, due to a relatively small font size, detailed information down to the molecular level was often included. The reader's attention is also drawn to the bullet points at the end of each section which highlight the key points from each case. Of note, the reference range for each analyte is found in the appendices and although senior staff will be familiar with the majority of these, trainees in their early stages of training may find this approach a bit cumbersome.
The major subject areas including acid-base balance, fluids and electrolytes, renal and liver function, nutrition, endocrinology, diabetes, lipids, paediatrics and toxicology are well covered, although in no particular order. A few miscellaneous cases are also included to cover common presentations including 'tired all the time', weight loss and potential adverse effects of commonly prescribed drugs. Personally, I liked the somewhat random arrangement of cases as I found it more engaging to jump from one topic to another and one might argue that this is more realistic in terms of the role of a duty biochemist. However, this layout may not appeal to the reader who wishes to concentrate on a particular topic.
The reference section at the back of the book is a most useful tool. This has been set out by individual case number and provides readers with access to additional educational material including relevant publications, clinical guidelines and websites pertinent to each clinical case. I think this is an invaluable resource enabling easy and efficient further reading on any topic, which will be welcomed by both trainees and senior staff involved in teaching.
All in all, this is a well-written text based on a wide range of clinical scenarios, some of which are encountered on a daily basis, others less commonly. Importantly, all require an understanding of the appropriate investigations required and the interpretation of the results to enable us to do the best for our patients. I would highly recommend it for both undergraduate and postgraduate training and in particular for trainees in biochemistry taking postgraduate examinations. This book has also come at a time when demonstrating personal proficiency as clinical biochemists is important and it is therefore likely to serve as a suitable aidememoire for senior clinicians and scientists alike.
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